The release of the film Ten Canoes in 2006 has added momentum to interest in the ethnographic photographs of the anthropologist Donald Thomson, extending awareness of his work beyond the specialist fields where it was previously known. 1 Thomson's photographic images, taken in Arnhem Land in the area of the Arafura Swamp in the 1930s, were pivotal in the genesis and production of Ten Canoes.
Thomson's research material-field notes, photos and collection of artefacts-make up the Donald Thomson Collection, which is known as 'by far the single most important ethnographic collection made in Australia'. 2 His work, and stories about him, are widely known in Arnhem Land, where the 1930s are commonly referred to as 'Thomson Time'. 3 His photographic images are reputedly 'the part of his work that Aboriginal people hold in the greatest esteem today', and Museum Victoria, where the collection is now housed, sees a steady stream of Aboriginal visitors, particularly VOLUME18 NUMBER1 MAR2012 108 from Arnhem Land and Cape York, come to reignite their connection with this ancestral photographic record. 4 Ten Canoes draws heavily on Thomson's photographs for both its look and content. Thomson's image of ten canoeists on the Arafura swamp inspired the narrative of the film, and his images and field notes were also used as cultural source documents; for example, as documentation of techniques of body ornamentation in the 1930s-such as armbands-which were then duplicated as closely as possible in the film. The images and notes were also used as a guide to the construction of the canoes, mosquito huts, tree platforms and other elements of material culture. 5 The overall look of the film also draws on Thomson's photographs for its inspiration. In the director's account of the origins of the film, it was his recognition of the cinematic quality of the ten canoes photo that convinced him in a flash that this could be the focus of the film. The black and white segments reproduce the ethnographic visual codes of many of Thomson's photographs: they are largely shot in wide shot, setting us at a distance from characters, producing a panoramic perspective that emphasises human figures in the environment-'people in nature'-and the camera is usually locked off, quite still. Ten Canoes also directly reproduces the compositional eye of a number of Thomson' s photos, in a range of precisely matched images. 6 My initial aim in this project was to explore a genealogy for the 'eye' of the film-the look or the visual style-and, by exploring the source photos and the tradition they come from, to decipher a 'cultural imaginary' at work in the source images themselves and the influence this heritage has on the visuality of the film.
The initial hypothesis was that the visual codes of ethnographic photography inherited from Thomson, particularly the wide shot composition, produce a sense of a world that we look at across a vast distance of time-a space that appears floating and otherworldy (figures 2 and 3). I believed that the monochrome sections of the film hook into deeply embedded ways of engaging with ethnographic images-in contexts where these forms have become familiar-that seem to reproduce what Faye Ginsburg has described as common colonial tropes that, to contemporary audiences, place tradition in a timeless, seamless past and traditional life as firmly rooted in that past, having no engagement with modernity. 7 Ginsburg describes this as a 'preexistent and untroubled cultural identity out there'. 8 Whereas the film reproduces Thomson's images as a source of authenticity, Thomson himself to some extent staged images in a way that reconstructed an imagined pre--contact past, taking 'culture' out of the context of historical changes that were happening at the time. Athol Chase writes that Thomson 'wanted [his] photographs to represent the time before European intrusion, so [he] carefully arranged [his] subjects and locations and removed any signs of European influence'; he requested, for example, that the subjects of the photos remove their clothes. 9 There is an endlessly recursive process as these conventions are then recycled in the film, and this becomes even more complicated when this same imaginary is projected into the future. After the making of Ten Canoes, the director, Rolf de Heer, participated in the production of Twelve Canoes, a beautifully conceived website that shows short films about life and culture in the community of Ramingining. 10 On the website, Ten Canoes and its actors now represent the world of the ancestors. 11 These layers of the constructed imagined past keep twisting like a double helix. This raises Cultures at Museum Victoria, has documented the importance of the fact that Thomson used heavy glass plates to produce many of his negatives, and Diane
Hafner claims that, because of the slow shutter speeds this technology required, many of his photographs, 'therefore seemed to take on the quality of tableaux or careful staging'. 13 Hafner emphasises stasis and tranquility and the distance from the photographer, particularly in Thomson's panoramic images of women in the landscape. 14 Kevin Murray also attributes to Thomson's images a 'dreamy fascination'. 15 My initial expectations of this static quality were confirmed by the published reproductions of Thomson's images, but investigating his photographs more closely reveals something quite different and unexpected. It was Thomson's photo of the ten canoeists that initially prompted this particular film to be made. 16 Reportedly one of the most well known of the Thomson photos in the community at that time, the image has also been reproduced in all the major anthologies on Thomson's work.
What emerges, when one looks at the various published reproductions of the ten canoes image, is a vast difference in the quality of the images. In Donald Thomson in Arnhem Land (first edition), the reproduction of the ten canoes image is flat, lacks depth of field, contrast, texture and detail, and produces light like a wash over the image. 17 It appears otherworldly and detached-a world that we look at across a distance. A reproduction in Thomson Time has more detail, contrast and depth, but in its sepia tones is very dark and the faces of the canoeists have no detail. 18 Both these reproductions support Hafner's reading of Thomson's image as static.
However, there is a striking reproduction in The Native Born, a catalogue of an exhibition of objects and images from Ramingining. This is a larger, higher quality print, which opens up an entirely different reading of the photograph. 19 This image VOLUME18 NUMBER1 MAR2012 112 is incredibly dynamic. It is printed in high contrast, in a way that brings out the depth, texture and clear compositional schema of the photo. The image is composed with a vanishing point into the trees, and three diagonal lines clearly divide it into the foreground, midground and background: the first diagonal recedes to the right, marking out the swamp grass in the foreground; the second diagonal is made by the line of the canoeists spread out across the swamp to the left; the third diagonal comes from the long shadows of the trees cast across the swamp, receding to the right tip of the photo. What is clear from this reproduction is that, even with the cumbersome glass plate technology that Thomson was using, the photographs he produced should not necessarily be conceived as static. Each time the image of the ten canoeists has been reprinted, it has been printed with a different emphasis or interpretation-there is a static and a dynamic version of this image-a timeless one and one that brings the specificity of the present moment into sharp relief.
After seeing this image, it became imperative to see the prints struck directly from Donald Thomson's original glass plate negatives, to determine how in fact he had conceived this image. Many of the prints held in the museum were printed not In the first generation photographic print, the whole field of the image is more even in the gradations of grey rather than separation into black and white: the grey scale of the swamp goes all the way across the plane of the image. The images in the background are more clearly exposed and so there is a stronger depth of field. There is so much space in the foreground that it highlights the quality of the swamp itself.
The greyscale means that the texture of the reeds in all different directions has a sensory density that constantly pulls the eye into the foreground. There is movement and dynamism in the reeds themselves and there are many more directions going on in the image-a cacophony of textures. It is a dynamism that makes the image bristle with contrasting planes, which confound the rules of perspective by their multiple points of focus within the frame, and produces a sense of human figures as agents in an environment in which every other element of that environment is just as alive and animate as the people. This is a fibrous world of reeds, leaves, reflections, feathers and shadows. It is an image of a swamp as much as it is an image of people in the swamp. It creates a sense of a world that swirls around the figures. 22 Thomson's concern with material culture, his remarkable observational skills as a natural scientist and his engagement with the culture and community of the Arafura swamp people are all integrated in this remarkable image. 23 The ten canoes image, with its figures nested in a world of swirling textures, produces a sense of proximity that far exceeds the observational eye of the scientific gaze. David
MacDougall has written about a split within ethnographic film and photography, differentiating between works that address only conceptual knowledge and those that also engage with a perceptual knowledge-a knowledge grasped through the senses. 24 He talks about an approach to ethnographic images that sees them simply as documentation, reduced to meaning, in which the encounter with the world of the subject has a flatness about it, as if the filmmaker and viewer are 'separated from the subject by a pane of glass'. 25 On the other hand, he describes a counter--tradition of radical ethnographic image--making which explores what he calls 'a knowledge of being', the subjective experience of the material world. 26 The ten canoes image suggests that Thomson's photographic work belongs to this counter--tradition.
The image of the canoeists is not a one--off in Thomson's work. This same sensibility recurs across many of his photographs: details of the environment registered as accurately and in as much detail as the human body; bodies set in a world of fibre whose own textures come forward to grab our attention in the frame itself; human figures against a ramshackle textural density of detail of grasses, reeds and feathers.
It may be a man standing with geese in a boat in an inky swamp, where Thomson has exposed the images not for the human figure-there is minimal detail of the face, muscle tone and skin tone-but for the maximum contrast between the reeds and leaves in the shiny surface of the water. Here, it is as if the paper itself is not a flat surface but the texture and the densities of it sink into its layers, bringing out the twisted contorted angles of the reeds, the strong vertical line of the man, the diagonal of the canoe and the shadows, and the 360--degree knotted texture of shining water and matted reeds. This is an extraordinary surface against which to photograph a human being. 27 was closely attuned over time to these environments'. 29 Thomson's initial training was as a natural scientist and his natural science images demonstrate his astute observational skills and keen interest in the VOLUME18 NUMBER1 MAR2012 120 biophysical world. He sketches and photographs in exquisite detail the biological species he studies, such as the detailed structure of the hand (manus) of a common striped possum, or the precise imprint of an agile wallaby in the desert sands. These specimens are photographed extracted from context, as objects of scientific study. 30 Elizabeth Edwards notes that 'anthropology … adopted much of its method from the biological sciences … observation, recording and classification'. 31 Many of Thomson's contemporaries photographed Indigenous people similarly, as detached objects of the scientific gaze, in the interests of a 'classification of the races'. Allen notes that the earliest portraiture work Thomson did 'adopted the classic method of taking a profile and front view of subjects with a white backdrop', but he abandoned this convention by the time of his Cape York work [in 1928 , when] he is no longer using the white cloth backdrop'. 32 She writes that he never imaged people against anthropometric grids and measuring scales, which was the customary ethnographic practice of the time. 33 This shift suggests his growing awareness of and sensitivity to photographic conventions and their effects. 34 Thomson's is a self--conscious, deliberate, philosophically and scientifically informed construction of the image. He has the professional eye of a naturalist, an 'ecological eye' trained to discern differences in the characteristics of species and habitats. Cristina Grasseni highlights the importance of recognising that 'vision is not necessarily identifiable with detached observation … skilled visions are embedded in multisensory practices, where look is coordinated with skilled movement, with rapidly changing points of view, or with other senses, such as touch'. 35 We can assume that Thomson that Yolngu artists aim to produce in their work. 36 I would argue that there is a third layer to the training of Thomson's eye: that his approach to image making is also a profoundly aesthetic one. Grasseni writes of the skill required to produce images that make 'one's expertise visible to others'. 37 To produce photographic images of the quality and calibre of Thomson's would require a fine--tuned sensibility to the aesthetic qualities of the medium-its capacity to embody both the detail and quality of experience-that defies the traditional Enlightenment assumption of the separation between 'truth' and 'beauty'. 38 While his aims may have derived from the desire to document in the most precise detail, the skill required to do so with such acuity suggests a passionate interest in and commitment to the exploration of photography itself as a medium. Thomson processed his images as he went, working deep into the night in the swamp to develop his negatives. 39 It is not a huge leap to imagine, as he laboured into the night, drawing the chemical emulsion out of the glass plates to produce a finely composed, differentiated image that draws out the contrasting textures, shimmering reflections, the matted grasses, the inky murky surface of the swamp, the ripples of wind and water, the shimmering reflections of the fibrous bark of the Melaleuca and the variety and density of the reeds, that he was training his eye to go back into the day to see anew, that he was immersed in a passionate encounter with the light of the world.
Tim Ingold gives us a conceptual framework to think about Thomson's work.
He has written of a conventionally understood contrast between the scientist and the painter. The official versions of what allows the scientist to know, he argues, 'make it impossible for scientists to be in the very world of which they seek knowledge' (italics mine). The experience of the painter, by contrast, is, in the first place, an opening of oneself to the experience of the world of light, to an encounter that involves 'openness rather than closure, and engagement rather than detachment', and to the 'sheer astonishment of … being able to see … the magic or delirium of vision'. 40 Ingold argues for the integration of this engagement into the self--understanding of the scientist-observation, he argues, requires participation.
He compares the experience of the painter to a mode of animate thought common to indigenous cultures in which beings do not simply occupy the world, they inhabit it with a heightened sensitivity to an environment that is always in flux. He claims that, in many indigenous cultures characterised by this animate mode of thought, it is unthinkable that life is played out 'across the inanimate surface of a ready--made world', or that things happen in front of landscape, as if it is scenery. 41 Beings don't VOLUME18 NUMBER1 MAR2012 122 move across the world, they are in it; environment is 'a domain of entanglement' and this entanglement is the texture of the world. 42 Ingold draws a very broad brush across indigenous cultures as a group-as an 'undifferentiated other'-which needs to be taken very cautiously. 43 47 Writing in the early 1990s, Joanna Scherer talks of the suspicion of photography in anthropological contexts-as a sensory medium-one which she argues was considered in phenomenological terms not amenable to the clear--cut extraction of meaningful data. 48 It is telling that, a decade later, this same phenomenological quality is elevated by David MacDougall to a primary source material itself-a primary characteristic of a counter--tradition in anthropological photography-its ability to engage with dimensions of experience that cannot be reduced to linear meaning or constrained within predetermined parameters of interpretation. 49 This is not to posit the senses as outside enculturation, but to redeem the knowledges available through the trained, enculturated sensorium.
MacDougall cites Jean Rouch's account of making films as writing 'with one's eyes, one's ears, one's whole body', as an exemplar of this sensuous apprehension. 50 His approach makes clear to us that a medium that works through the senses should be perceived with and by the senses, and that our critical practice for reading images has to acknowledge this dimension. It also suggests that the represented time-the way the codes of the image may cue us into interpretations about historical time-is always in a dialectical relationship with the present of the moment of experience of the image. The powerful presentness of this encounter complicates the understanding of the temporality of the photographs-making them less an 'out there then' and more of a 'here now'.
In the theorisation of photography, we have heard time and again the mantra that meaning does not reside in the image but its uses-that it can be read not from the surface of an image but the way it is deployed in different discourses for particular purposes. In the context of anthropology, Scherer argues the importance of exploring the social, cultural and historical contexts of production, circulation and interpretation, in order to read ethnographic images. In Thomson's own context, the photographs he took on the Arafura swamp form part of his field material, anchored by detailed descriptions of material culture, such as the precise manufacture of canoes, linguistic and cultural notes, accounts of seasonal food gathering, such as goose egg hunting, as well as detailed observations of plant and animal life. 51 Thomson's photographic work required a high level of assistance and cooperation from the Aboriginal people he was living and working with, and the field notes situate the research material in the precise moment in which it was documented: the date, what was happening at the time, often the names of people photographed and the exchanges he had with those people, all of which locate the photographs within a dynamic living culture, and a precise historical moment.
Thomson was adept at deploying his images for different purposes in different contexts. Allen writes that 'he used his photographs both to educate the public and to influence public opinion by including photographs in nearly everything he wrote or presented whether scientific paper, newspaper article or public lecture'. 52 
Athol
Chase compares Thomson's images with those taken by Edward Curtis in America, but argues that Curtis's images present Native Americans as 'noble savages', whereas Thomson's photographs 'reveal a deep sense of personal recognition, concern and attachment'. 53 Thomson's project documenting traditional culture was complemented by his passionate advocacy for justice for Aboriginal people: for sovereignty, land rights, pride and cultural preservation. 54 His repeated insistence on the dignity of traditional Aboriginal culture gives another framework within which to read his images of traditional people's 'seamless integration' in their own country. As Allen writes, to fully appreciate Thomson's photographic work, 'all the dimensions of his work as journalist, naturalist and campaigner for social justice as well as anthropologist' need to be taken into account. 55 To place Thomson 58 Allen recounts that, in the context of the Thomson collection, 'attention was drawn by the Aboriginal people working at the museum to the inherent obligations in the management of this collection'. This was because there is 'a particularly unique relationship … encountered when you deal with photographs. You are dealing with individuals and their families. 59 Thomson's images are by no means neutral, anonymous artefacts: they are documents of known ancestors, of kin and culture:
The importance of these images for [individual] Aboriginal people was very clear and for many it was a very strong and personal view. Here were family members in photographs previously considered unknown-just faces without names looking down the lens of a camera! Now they constituted recovered histories and personal journeys which, for most, brought both tears and joy. They felt responsible for the images as part of their responsibility for their families and others in the photographs. 60 The protocols put in place at Museum Victoria, custodians of the Donald Thomson Collection which includes the photographs, closely manage access to and use of the images by those not from the source communities. These protocols mandate an awareness of issues of ownership and cultural sensitivity. They challenge the propensity of photos to circulate as free--floating, anonymous artefacts in an information economy and attempt to ensure that their use and interpretation are anchored in the context of concrete personal and cultural histories.
Increasing Indigenous empowerment in relation to photographic collections, such as the Thomson collection, fundamentally challenges the assumptions of scholarship, throwing the spotlight back onto the methodologies and theoretical frameworks of research, forcing it to reckon with the culturally specific perspectives that inform research goals and priorities. These challenges render problematic any reading of photographs outside the contexts of their production, circulation and interpretation as social artefacts. This raises the question of whether this reading of Thomson's photographs is totally antithetical to one that focuses on the cultural contexts of production and the significance and uses of the images in specific cultural contexts.
In Museum Victoria's commission as managers of the Thomson collection with a mandate to facilitate engagement with the source communities, the museum aims to provide communities with the best possible quality prints of the ethnographic photographs for circulation and preservation in communities. 61 Why does the quality of these prints matter? Is it the vitality and vigour of the images that give them such a strong social presence? Would Thomson's images have the same credibility or be held in such esteem today if they were merely cold, detached scientific documents-if they did not stage an encounter with both people and environment that is one of such intimacy? Is it that they fulfil the desire that John Clearly the methods for analysing a still photograph cannot be applied directly to the cinema, imbued as it is with an entirely different temporality. These properties could never be fully reproduced in a cinematic image which, despite the much greater ease of contemporary technologies, has so many more variables, particularly when shot on location with all the logistical problems of a nonprofessional cast that often mandated only single takes and on--the--run decisions. And of course, neither the temporality nor the quality of experience generated by a film can be judged by attention to its visuality alone: in Ten Canoes, the masterful soundscape produces a sonic texture with a phenomenological density of its own, an aural encounter that produces and amplifies a sense of immersion into the environment of the swamp. 65 But focusing in this way on visuality, reading the film against the photographic tradition suggests that we need to look at the images holistically-it complicates our understanding of how the visual codes of ethnographic film work in Ten Canoes and reminds us that there are other layers of the image beyond those that can be accessed semiotically: that we need to look at other dimensions of the cinematic encounter.
In considering the temporality and spatiality of these monochrome segments, we need to pay attention not only to the ethnographic conventions of tableau and static camera but also to what those conventions enable. On one level, we could say that the wide shot contextualises characters in the environment, but these images do much more than that. These codes may, in some contexts, produce a sense of distance and with it an implication of pastness, but an image, and specifically a cinematic image, has other dimensions beyond these codes: they are complicated by the potential quality of presence the image can produce.
In a film, no image exists in isolation: the film itself sets up its own aesthetic economy within which each image functions. In Ten Canoes, the black and white 'ethnographic' sections are juxtaposed against the dramatic style of the colour segments-editing between close--ups, mid--shots and wide--shots, and the use of the mobile camera. For many viewers, the devices used in the dramatic sequences were very pleasurable-actors talking directly to camera, elements of play in the dramaturgy-but many critics and reviewers singled out the exquisite black and Thomson's observational rigour, combined with his photographic vision, gave the film a mise en scène. His eye set the stage for a cinematic encounter whose sheer presence defies any simplistic reading of codes or constrained temporality; a film which also shimmers on the cinematic screen. She has made several short films. Thomson's images are taken in the environment, not the studio, but they are a conscious staging nonetheless-a staging mandated by the slow shutter speeds. The story they tell is a different one but a story still.
14 A selection of the images Hafner is referring to can be seen in Hafner, pp. 218-22. The press kit and interviews with Rolf de Heer mention the initial exchange in which David Gulpilil told the director that, in order to make a film, they needed ten canoes and he showed him the photograph of ten canoeists on the Arafura swamp that gave the film its name. 22 This recourse to scrutiny of the prints struck from the original glass plates is not a return to the notion of aura: any copy struck with the same sensibility from the glass plates could reproduce the extraordinary qualities of the original prints. This is about exploring the sensibility the images encapsulate and how the technical specificity of the originals renders this possible or legible. 23 Thomson's initial training was as a natural scientist and his images, for example, of grasses in the desert and moles burrowing into the desert sands, have a similar astute attention to precise detail of the physical environment. He published a book on birds in Cape York Peninsula, a detailed study of mammals and fish in northern Australia and was also renowned for his work on snakes. Claude Levi--Strauss wrote, of Thomson, 'in the face of such accuracy and care one begins to wish that every ethnologist were also a mineralogist, a botanist, a zoologist and even an astronomer', quoted in Ian 
